Book Reviews, Notes and Comments by Napolitani, Federica
B
o
o
k
 R
e
v
ie
w
s
, 
N
o
t
e
s
 a
N
d
 C
o
m
m
e
N
t
s
Ann Ist Super Sanità 2016  |  Vol. 52, No. 1: 133-138
DOI: 10.4415/ANN_16_01_22
Edited by
Federica Napolitani Cheyne
Book Reviews, Notes aNd CommeNts
133
EFFETTI PLACEBO  
E NOCEBO
Dalla fisiologia  
alla clinica
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€ 35,00.
An appropriate epigraph for this outstanding work 
could be the well-known aphorism by Henri Louis 
Mencken: “For every complex problem there is an an-
swer that is clear, simple, and wrong”. In fact, the terms 
“placebo effect” and “placebo response” are mostly used 
in a loose fashion to indicate any improvement follow-
ing an inactive treatment. This inappropriate use has 
become increasingly frequent since the traditional term 
placebo, originally used to indicate the effects of an inac-
tive treatment administered by the physician ut aliquid 
fieri videatur, has been extended to the protocols of vari-
ous types of clinical trials; particularly (but not only), to 
double blind randomized trials – the golden standard 
of Evidence Based Medicine in the evaluation of a new 
treatment (pharmacological or other) or a new indica-
tion of a treatment already in use. The author warns 
the reader that improvements in these situations can be 
partly or entirely due to phenomena which have little 
to do with genuine placebo effects; e.g., spontaneous 
remission, fluctuation of symptoms, regression towards 
the mean, physicians’ or patients’ errors, etc. He also 
effectively argues that the elimination, or at least the 
reduction, of such confounding is difficult to achieve 
in clinical practice and in clinical research trials, which 
requires specific laboratory experiments. 
The monograph, much more extensive than the pre-
vious “L’effetto placebo. Breve viaggio tra mente e corpo” 
(Placebo effect. A brief journey into the brain and body) by 
the same author reviewed in this journal (2013; vol. 49, 
p. 99-100), is subdivided in five parts. The first is de-
voted to general concepts and mechanisms of placebo 
effects; the second and the third to placebo and nocebo 
effects in a wide variety of different clinical conditions; 
the fourth to the resulting clinical, ethical and method-
ological implications; and the last one, to placebo and 
nocebo effects outside the therapeutic context. 
The first section is a well organized meticulous analy-
sis of the infinite variety of the mechanisms underlying 
placebo responses, ranging from classical (pavlovian) 
conditioning to the quality of the patient-physician rela-
tion and to a variety of social and cultural factors. Con-
ditioning is particularly important in the case of non-
conscious endpoints, like endocrine or immunological 
responses; while mechanisms involving the modulation 
of expectancies play a major role when the dependent 
variable is a conscious phenomenon, like pain or de-
pression. The author provides ample and diversified 
evidence for an important role of subject factors (set), 
such as trait or state anxiety (e.g, in placebo subjects 
the latter, but not the former, influences tolerance to 
pain), and to environmental, social, and cultural  fac-
tors (setting). For example, placebo responses are more 
pronounced when subjects are told that the cost of the 
therapy is high or when the media amplify the potential 
effectiveness of the treatment under study.
For most of these and related phenomena the author 
provides whatever evidence is available about neural 
changes, analyzed mainly by neuroimaging techniques, 
which may be specifically responsible for (or related 
to) one or the other type of placebo effect. Contrary 
to much literature in the neurobehavioral sciences, 
Benedetti – a neurophysiologist by training, a sophis-
ticated behavioral scientist and a merciless logician – 
brilliantly succeeds in avoiding those all-too-frequent 
traps and pontifications by which brain events are as-
signed the status of dominant independent variables, 
whereas behavioral responses are reduced to ancillary 
dependent variables. His frequent digressions to pos-
sible evolutionary mechanisms which may account for 
the phylogenetic development of placebo responses, 
far from being “just so stories”, strengthen his well bal-
anced analysis of brain-behavior relationships; in other 
words, his analysis has epistemological implications 
with an added value beyond the understanding of pla-
cebo and nocebo responses. The context of the physi-
cian-patient relations in which placebo effects occur is 
also effectively analyzed, starting with the illustration 
of the patient’s progress – from the initial “feeling ill” to 
the search for relief, to the encounter with the therapist, 
and to the reception of the therapy – and emphasizing 
the differences between phenomena like empathy and 
compassion. Empathy, “the feeling that you understand 
and share another person’s experiences and emotions” 
(Merriam-Webster), rather than compassion, “the sym-
pathetic consciousness of others’ distress together with 
a desire to alleviate”, is what maximizes the effective-
ness of the therapist’s action
This review has so far dealt with less than a quarter 
of the book contents; necessarily, the reader must be 
left to discover by her- or himself the vast information 
in the following two sections; an information equally 
essential for the practitioner, for the clinical research 
scientist, and for the animal research scientist (yes, pla-
cebo effects have also been shown in animals). A large 
portion of this information deals with the modulation 
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of pain, with neurological and mental diseases (witness 
the ample and controversial literature on the variable 
differences between the effects of active treatments 
and placebos in depression), and with endocrine and 
immunological diseases; by contrast, much less infor-
mation is available for other fields of major relevance 
in the health and disease area, like cardiovascular and 
respiratory diseases.
After jumping over more than half of the book, how-
ever, some attention must be drawn to the significant 
messages in the last two sections. Section 4 addresses 
a series of thorny problems, starting with ethical ques-
tions raised by the use of placebos both in clinical prac-
tice, which inevitably involves cheating, and in clinical 
trials when a more or less effective treatment is already 
available. The author cautiously provides examples of 
situations in which such uses might be permissible or 
vice versa inadmissible – and this reviewer fully agrees 
with his suggestions; but, the conflict between different 
or even opposite opinions on these points is constantly 
escalating. Benedetti also makes some rational propos-
als aimed at increasing the sensitivity of clinical trials, 
e.g., by modulating  placebo effects in ways suggested 
by specific experiments (too complex to be reported 
here), or by identifying the extent to which a placebo 
component contributes to the effect of an active treat-
ment. Since a therapeutic act of any kind, be it by an 
active or an inactive treatment, be it by a shaman or 
by a top gun physician of the third millennium, trig-
gers neural, hormonal and other changes which cause 
an unavoidable confounding, Benedetti shows that the 
problems he analyzes portray a situation not unlike that 
of Heisenberg’s uncertainty or indeterminacy principle. 
Incidentally, the two versions – uncertainty and indeter-
minacy, the former prevailing in English and the latter 
in Italian – besides the subtle differences between the 
respective meanings, are poor equivalents of the origi-
nal “Unschaerferelation” – imprecise , confused, blurred, 
out of focus relationship, rather than principle: a more 
appropriate definition of the confoundings illustrated 
by Benedetti.
Nevertheless, the author views these formidable 
obstacles as a strong stimulus for further sophistica-
tion of research strategies, rather than a push towards 
“learned helplessness” (the term used by psychologists 
to indicate  the resigned surrender in the face of in-
soluble problems). In fact, the last chapter in this sec-
tion is devoted to complex experiments using different 
types of active treatments (e.g. opioid and non-opioid 
analgesics) and different conditions (e.g. open vs hidden 
treatments and different types of verbal instructions), 
aimed at assessing either the nature of placebo effects 
(e.g., whether caused by classical conditioning, or by ex-
pectancies, or both) and the underlying neurobiological 
mechanisms (e.g., presence or absence of a role of en-
dogenous opioids in the production of placebo analge-
sia). The author also provides some useful suggestions 
about which simplified forms of this complex experi-
mental armamentarium could be transferred to clinical 
trials in order to improve the quality of the resulting 
information. 
The last section, devoted to placebo and nocebo ef-
fects outside the treatment context, might look at first 
glance like a curio; but, besides providing some interest-
ing or even startling data, it constitutes a powerful ad-
ditional support to the significance and variety of mind-
body and brain-behavior relations. Several experiments 
show that placebos can improve physical performance, 
and a couple of examples is in order here to show the 
nature of these effects and the resulting ethical prob-
lems. In a simulation of a sport competition, resistance 
to pain – an important asset in many sports – was in-
creased by a placebo treatment. Moreover, treatment 
with morphine in the training phase before the com-
petition, followed by replacement of the analgesic with 
a placebo on the day of the competition, produced a 
larger increase in resistance to pain – which makes that 
this effect can be obtained without producing abnormal 
results in doping tests. The effect is blocked by the opi-
oid antagonist naloxone, showing that it is mediated by 
endogenous opioids. The author ends up in a question 
to which he prefers not to give an answer: is this to be 
equated to doping, or not? 
In another non-pharmacological experiment, the de-
pendent variables were the force exerted by the quad-
riceps (lifting a weight by extension of the muscle) and 
the rate of development of fatigue. Subjects received 
a placebo with the false instruction that the treatment 
was a substantial dose of caffeine, and the weight to 
be lifted was reduced to make them believe that the 
treatment had “ergogenic” properties. After restoring 
the original weight, the placebo produced an increase 
of muscular work and a reduction of fatigue. Com-
bined with classical studies which show the role of 
peripheral factors in the development of fatigue (bio-
chemical changes in muscles, etc.), these and other 
data show that muscular performance and fatigue are 
a joint function of peripheral (bottom up) and central 
(top down) influences, the latter from a “central gov-
ernor” exerting a protective effect against potentially 
harmful extremes of exertion. Still other experiments 
show that negative expectancies result in a nocebo ef-
fect which reduces performance capabilities. And last 
but not least, various types of cognitive performances 
can also be enhanced or reduced by manipulation of 
expectancies. 
A highly favorable reviewer must not forget the ob-
ligation to signal the imperfections in a work of an 
otherwise unique value. The vast amount of literature 
analyzed and quoted would undoubtedly have made 
the compilation of an author index a herculean (and 
costly) labor – but, the absence of such an index de-
tracts from the consultation value of the book for a 
substantial portion of the readership. As concerns er-
rors, typos are exceptionally scarce (at least by today’s 
decreasing standards!); but, the box and figure p. 105-
6, devoted to the famous Olds & Milner experiment 
on CNS self stimulation, indicates the mouse (topo), 
rather than the rat, as the experimental subject (and 
in fact, the corresponding reference p. 122 speaks of 
the rat brain). 
 Anyway, the perspectives opened by the various parts 
of this analysis are numerous and highly significant 
from both the theoretical and the practical viewpoints. 
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For example, a systematic confrontation between the 
placebo/nocebo literature and the socio-medical litera-
ture on differential effects of attribution processes in 
different pathological conditions (the patient’s beliefs 
about what made him sick and/or about what might 
facilitate recovery) could provide a useful independent 
cross-validation of data obtained by both approaches 
and open new research avenues. Susan Sontag’s “Ill-
ness as a metaphor”, challenging the “blame the victim” 
mentality and contradicting related misconceptions in 
the case of cancer, de facto illustrates an extreme case 
of absence of positive effects and prevalence of nega-
tive effects of attributions. But there are quite a few 
pathological conditions in which the patient’s beliefs 
and expectancies exert significant positive effects; and 
their understanding and exploitation should be an es-
sential part of the therapist’s work. Equivalent consider-
ations could be made for the ample animal and human 
data on stimulus functions of drugs and state depen-
dence phenomena: considering, for example, that after 
an active and an inactive treatment have taken control 
of different responses in a discrimination test such a 
differential control can be maintained after the dosage 
of the active treatment has been gradually reduced to 
“homeopathic” levels. 
Finally, one must acknowledge the way in which the 
author – notoriously the leader in the field covered by 
this monograph – systematically avoids any temptation 
to “play God”, in favor of an almost obsessive insistence 
on unsolved problems and new questions emerging from 
the data and models so far produced. Rara avis in ter-
ris nigroque simillima cygno, as Juvenal might have com-
mented on such an exception to the aggressively com-
petitive tendencies prevailing in today’s research world. 
Giorgio Bignami
già Istituto Superiore di Sanità, Rome, Italy
g.bignami33@gmail.com
JANE GOODAL. LA MIA 
VITA CON GLI SCIMPANZÉ
Una storia dalla parte 
degli animali
Lisa Vozza (Ed.).
Bologna: Zanichelli Editore; 
2014.
176 p. 
ISBN 10 8808253082.
€ 12,80.
[Jane Goodal. My life  
with chimpanzees]
It is fair to say that Jane Goodall is the most famous 
primatologist on the planet. She has been carrying out 
for decades field studies on wild chimpanzees at the 
Tanzanian Field Station at Gombe Stream National 
Park, mainly by herself and then, later, with the help 
of few selected students. Her influential book, In the 
shadow of man  (1971) presently available in 48 languag-
es, introduced the general public, as well as scores of 
dedicated professional primatologists, to the social life 
of Tanzanian chimpanzees. Her lifelong scientific work 
has also represented a long reflection on how human 
beings interact with apes. Our relationship and our un-
derstanding of other minds have radically changed also 
thanks to the work of Jane Goodall.
This little booklet (translated with grace by Ylenia 
Nicolini) offers a view (although limited in space in less 
than 200 pages) on different aspects of Goodall’s work 
and interests. There are her beginnings, equipped with 
a secretary diploma (aged 26), she was sent to Africa 
by the famous anthropologist Louis Leakey; the long 
months spent trying to see chimpanzees, always elusive; 
the first approaches with the creatures of the forest (at 
the beginning, she learned much more about all kinds 
of animals rather than on chimpanzees). But then, 
when she actually sees them and starts to get close to 
them, a wonderful universe opens up. From then on the 
contribution of Goodall as primatologist is priceless: to 
mention just one little example, she is the first one to 
describe the use of tools to fish termites by wild chim-
panzees. These few pages are a delight when she talks 
about individuals with distinct characters (Goliath, 
Flint and Flo), and those personal events help her to 
describe the sophistication and subtleties of the social 
life of chimpanzees. In the long run, her observations 
will  strongly influence the study of human psychology 
and behavioural pathophysiology.
But this is just part of this wonderful story. 
She was also a pioneer in a trend now pretty common 
among field primatologists. Scientists coming from 
abroad (mainly from Europe and USA) and engaging 
in field observations of primates in Asia or Africa, get 
now involved in local conservation issues and educa-
tion. The days of “scientific colonialism” are gone, and 
new generation of more sensible researchers are run-
ning through the savannahs or the tropical forests. Jane 
Goodall was perhaps the first to understand this need, 
and in a more effective and less impulsive way than Di-
ane Fossey (the famous Gorilla researches, tragically 
murdered by poachers in Ruanda). Goodall’s progres-
sive involvement in the protection of chimps is docu-
mented in these pages, with a passion and dedication 
that can easily capture the reader.
It was just a matter of instants and, naturally, Jane 
Goodall transferred her concern about the fate of wild 
chimpanzees, to the terrible conditions in which chimps 
used in biomedical research were treated and housed. 
She has been one of the voices, and an extremely in-
fluential one, in a global shift on the consideration of 
animals used in captive research. One of the results of 
this shift is the current European legislation (Directive 
2010/63), which provides monkeys, and apes in partic-
ular, with special protection (as a matter of fact, Italy 
is one of the EU countries which forbids, under any 
circumstance, the use of apes in biomedical and toxico-
logical research).
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In the latter years Jane Goodall recognises the fact 
that chimps and humans are just part of the picture. 
She founds the Jane Goodall Institutes and the “Roots 
and Shoots” program. These institutes are now pres-
ent across the world, financing a myriad of projects, all 
dedicated to help children and people in need, through 
education and other efficient means (please, do visit 
www.janegoodall-italia.org/).
And she still goes around the world, giving a message 
of hope and dedication.
This little book is precious and inspiring, and is there-
fore highly recommended to any committed veterinary 
or to students of animal behaviour, to readers curious 
of moral issues when dealing with primates, ethologists, 
and technicians and general staff involved in caring for 
vertebrate animals in scientific and biomedical institu-
tions. But, most of all, it is a must read for whoever 
is concerned with a better future, in harmony with the 
planet we inhabit.
This little and nice book resulted from the interaction 
between Goodal and Lisa Vozza, a well-known and ex-
pert Italian journalist who already successfully exploited 
the same format in which she served as a kind of enzy-
matic factor to trigger a scientific author’s capability to 
put in written words his or her thoughts.
Goodall definitely influenced the way in which scien-
tists and average people interact with animals. It seems 
therefore useful to remember that the latest trends in 
the bioethics of animal experimentation showed that 
after a long and often contrasted period, in which dif-
ferent European countries treated and maintained 
animal under very different conditions, the European 
directive 86/609/CEE was issued in 1986; thereafter, in 
2014, the maintenance styles and overall conditions for 
conducting animal experimentation were newly regu-
lated, providing a substantially higher standard for both 
vertebrate and a few invertebrate species. As a result, 
the European bioethical landscape was changed, both 
introducing the 3Rs principle and putting under spe-
cial protection Cephalopoda molluscs such as octopus, 
squid and cuttlefish [1].
European citizens are still in need of a more mature 
zoo-anthropological culture, having an increasingly at-
titude to appreciate regulations and norms minimizing 
animal suffering at many levels, including refinement 
procedures for farm animals. So presently, dogs, cats, 
monkeys and apes deserve a special treatment, when 
exploited as experimental species. 
We are now involved in those types of bioethical re-
search, by analysing, for instance, the behaviour of a 
lesser ape, the “White handed gibbon” (Hylobates lar) 
about procedures aimed at contrasting the effects of an 
unnaturally prolonged early isolation on the behaviour 
of a sub-adult subject.  We are also beginning  a new re-
search line on cuttlefish, with the aim to measure their 
actual capabilities to display vertebrates-like, plastic be-
havioural patterns of predation.
This Goodall and Vozza essay is highly recommended 
to any committed veterinarian or students or animal 
bioethologist, including technicians and staff involved 
in caring of vertebrate animals in scientific and biomed-
ical institutions.
Reference
1. Berry A, Vitale A, Carere C, Alleva E. European guide-
lines for the care and welfare of an “exceptional inver-
tebrate class” in scientific research. Ann Ist Super Sanità 
2015;51(4):267-9.
Giulia Montebovi
Sapienza Università di Roma, Rome, Italy
giulia.montebovi@hotmail.it
Enrico Alleva
Istituto Superiore di Sanità, Rome, Italy
enrico.alleva@iss.it
IL GIOCO DELLA 
BOTTIGLIA
Alcol e adolescenti,  
quello che non sappiamo
Alessandra Di Pietro.
Torino: add editore; 2015. 
189 p.
ISBN 9788867830916.
€ 14,00.
[The bottle game]
The behaviour of the adolescent exploring the envi-
ronment around him has always been a source of con-
cern for parents, and each generation seems to have to 
deal with completely new problems compared to previ-
ous generations. So it is commonly held that the today’s 
teenagers are particularly inclined to indulge the as-
sumption of alcohol in intoxicating amounts. Probably 
they do not differ so much from previous generations, 
considering that the first Italian law on alcoholism, 
promulgated in 1913, was well aware of the scourge of 
childhood drinking, as surveys conducted in primary 
schools in the major towns of the Kingdom clearly dem-
onstrated. But anyhow: Thomas theorem that “If men 
define situations as real, they are real in their conse-
quences”, is probably also valid on this occasion consid-
ering the institutional alarm arisen from the issue.
The book by Alessandra Di Pietro dedicated to teen-
age drinking is therefore welcome. The author is a jour-
nalist who wanted to address the problem because she 
is the mother of two pre-teens and then personally cu-
rious to know exactly how to respond when the time 
comes. However, fortunately the book is not the prod-
uct of the concerns of an anxious mother but rather 
the careful work of a reporter who poke her nose in the 
right places with detached curiosity. The author in fact 
went across Italy interviewing boys and girls, as well as 
privileged observers of the phenomenon selected within 
bartenders, marketing agents, law enforcement agents, 
school officials, and psychotherapists. Part of the book 
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is then dutifully devoted to interviews with experts rep-
resenting the various disciplines that deal with alcohol-
ism. These parts are preceded by statistical data from 
official sources that define the real dimension of the 
phenomenon of adolescent drinking. What emerges is 
a snapshot of how the phenomenon is experienced by 
young people and by people differently involved in it, 
as well as how it is interpreted by scholars. The book is 
well written without any moralistic prejudice but in the 
awareness that adolescent drinking is a risky behaviour.
Too many pages of the book would deserve to be 
mentioned here. I will just mention those dedicated 
to a village in Puglia where data about drinking were 
taken from a questionnaire administered to 6th-8th level 
pupils and were discussed with various professionals: 
the psychologist, the principal, the police official, the 
parish minister, the city council member. The results 
show elements of continuity of Mediterranean drink-
ing with the grandfather that introduces the child to 
the taste of wine and with the not so surprising finding 
that some pre-teen pupils were positive to the alcohol 
test in the morning at school because they added an 
alcoholic drink to milk, perhaps imitating the adults in 
their family; but also a wide array of new contexts of 
drinking where young people socialize. Yet, evidence is 
provided that the community is not passive and does its 
best to engage boys in leisure activities alternative to 
drinking settings of socialization. Nothing new under 
the sun, one might say, having in mind the immense ef-
forts that temperance leagues, religious works and labor 
movements made between the XIX and XX centuries in 
defense of children and adolescents.
An important part of the book is dedicated to the 
wide range of points of view expressed by experts. Par-
ticularly worth mentioning is the opinion of the sociolo-
gist Professor Franca Beccaria. Supported by her com-
parative studies on drinking behaviour of young Italians 
and Scandinavians, she notes that “unlike the Nordic 
peers, our kids still belong to a ‘non-intoxicating’ cul-
ture characterized by a lower spread of alcohol abuse, 
while it seems that there is a greater presence of mecha-
nisms of informal control of drunkenness and a greater 
awareness of the negative consequences arising from 
excessive consumption”. In short, as noted by the au-
thor at the end of the book, one should be careful with 
big headlines especially on certain topics such as ado-
lescents and psychotropic substances. Of course, a part 
of the book concerns medical and toxicological aspects 
of adolescent drinking. In my opinion, some arguments 
about ethanol metabolism reported in the book cannot 
be fully shared and the very strong warning issued by 
some authors about the neuro-degenerative action of 
alcohol might be balanced by the consideration that the 
reparative ability of the brain can be unexpectedly high. 
I believe it would be more appropriate to clearly show 
the deleterious effects of alcohol without an alarmist 
tone that might produce a dangerous skepticism in the 
reader.
 In conclusion, this book is very useful for those who 
want to approach  the phenomenon of adolescent drink-
ing and especially it provides parents, who have to deal 
with the restlessness of their adolescent children, with 
information suitable for a rational and calm approach 
to the problem.
Paolo Nencini
Sapienza Università di Roma, Rome, Italy
paolo.nencini@uniroma1.it
ZONA ROSSA
Roberto Satolli, Gino Strada.
Milano: Feltrinelli Editore; 
2015. 192 p.
Collana: Serie bianca.
ISBN: 8807172941.
€ 15,00.
[RED ZONE]
Ebola disappeared from our screens and our newspa-
pers. As other major epidemic emergencies, it came like 
a punch in our homes and invaded the media, spread-
ing anxiety in the population and an incredible fear. 
With the same speed it is gone, vaporized: Ebola what? 
And the 27 000 cases of the past 12 months, with over 
11 000 deaths?
Roberto Satolli felt himself unable to write on Ebola 
from its Milan office, and accepted the invitation of his 
old friend Gino Strada, diving in the worst epidemic 
site: the center of Lakka Ebola in Sierra Leone that 
Gino quickly set up to manage the outbreak.
He went there not only as a journalist reporter, but 
also as a doctor, carrying with him a smart protocol for 
an innovative therapy that could usefully deal with the 
virus. On the way back, after the necessary dangerous 
quarantine, he put pen to paper and Red Zone came out, 
published by Feltrinelli in the “White series”.
Satolli shared this task with Gino Strada and received 
a lively contribution from Fabrizio Pulvirenti, an infec-
tious disease doctor, who was a volunteer in the Emer-
gency center of Lakka, Sierra Leone and recovered from 
a devastating Ebola infection acquired in the hospital.
Thousands of volunteer doctors, nurses, logisticians, 
etc. have helped to stop the most terrible infectious epi-
demic of this century, paying a very high contribution of 
life: 874 were infected by Ebola and 509 died.
The book is enjoyable and fast paced: the chronicle is 
compelling and keeps the reader on a blade of anxiety, 
as if he were experiencing first hand the tremendous 
steps of lives that flow into a high-speed framework 
where death and despair coexist with heroic efforts to 
fight a disease that proceeds inexorably through the 
frustration of those who  try to defeat it.
But the book is not limited to a breathtaking chroni-
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cle; it tackles with clarity the limits and errors that peo-
ple and institutions have made; the local and interna-
tional conflicts that Ebola has triggered, unfortunately 
already seen in many other large-scale international 
public health emergencies.
In the absence of a single strong local coordination, 
conflicts between humanitarian organizations present 
in the field were inevitable, but the worst is well de-
scribed in the book: an approach away from the patient 
to protect the operator where the patient is seen, but 
not touched. In the center Emergency Lakka, unlike in 
other Ebola treatment centers, the patient was consid-
ered as a person to take care of, with the best possible 
treatment available, including measures of rehydration 
and saline reconstitution, which, as proved, reduce the 
lethality of the disease.
I cannot forget the charge that we received in the hos-
pital in Lacor, Uganda, in the outbreak of Ebola in year 
2000, when the death of 13 health workers was consid-
ered a result of the wrong strategy to take care of the 
seriously ill patients and not limited to remote viewing 
as practiced at a nearby government hospital.
The book touches the difficult issue of the compas-
sionate treatment for those affected by Ebola: a gener-
ous attempt to introduce a rational use of a drug with a 
cardiac protocol stopped by the local  bureaucracy and 
contrasted by international scientific community,  not 
free from conflicts of interest with drug manufacturers.
Very interesting the story of Fabrizio Pulvirenti, in-
fectious disease specialist from Sicily, volunteer in the 
Lakka Emergency center. He became infected with 
the virus despite the strict observance of safety rules: a 
breathtaking path to save the life of a generous man; a 
story with a happy ending thanks to the appropriate re-
sponse of the structure of Emergency and of the Spall-
anzani Hospital in Rome.
The book addresses the inefficiency of some interna-
tional organizations, in particular the WHO, slow to rec-
ognize the emergency and to act accordingly: together 
with local governments the problem was minimized and 
too much time passed before it was possible to use the 
IHR (International Health Regulations) tool, delaying 
the massive international mobilization needed to stop 
the epidemic. A delay only recently recognized by the 
Committee established (Ebola Interim Assessment Pan-
el) which stated that “significant and unjustifiable delays 
occurred in the declaration of a Public Health Emer-
gency of International Concern (PHEIC) by WHO”.
A book that is a must for any health care professional, 
but also, for once, a book with a positive truth: not only 
easy criticism from the window, but the chronicle of 
a life lived at high voltage described with professional 
coolness, but not without documented critical harbin-
ger of substantial changes.
A tool of scientific potential of great impact for young 
people, but also an effective weapon to fight away from 
a scientific truth that now is a serious epidemic in our 
society.
Counter Ebola and the relentless continuous emer-
gence of epidemic risk at international level cannot 
just be business of the specialists or of the emergency 
teams: the most effective prevention of these risks is 
undoubtedly an adequate systematic approach to the 
emergence of the society as a whole: a profound cul-
tural change that will  educate to live with these risks, 
the continuous sharing of best scientific evidence, in 
contrast to the myths and falsehoods that surround the 
epidemic. 
Viruses and bacteria do not recognize borders: pre-
vention is not the concern of some desperate places on 
the planet to offer solidarity, but is a global need, for 
each of us, each family in each country. So the publica-
tion of Red Zone is welcome as a useful tool and as a 
functional presence in the library of every family.
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